t any given time, approximately 30% to 40% of all employees are using over-thecounter (OTC) medications (Brooks & Randolph, 2003) . Usually, these medications have a positive effect on employees' productivity. Careful consideration must be given to the selection and models of distribution of OTC medications provided in the workplace.
Generally, OTC medications have an acceptable safety margin, with benefits outweighing risks. OTC medications are highly accepted as part of the delivery of health care at the worksite. Early recognition of illness or injury encourages employees to return to the work force more quickly, increasing productivity. Some medications may cause side effects that can be harmful to employees in the workplace or can impair job performance. Chronic disease and lifestyle factors may also contribute to adverse effects. The dispensing health unit should be prepared for adverse reactions to certain medications and make decisions about necessary actions. Antidotes such as diphenhydramine hydrochloride and epinephrine should be available. When offering OTC medications, the health unit nurse should be aware of employees' job responsibilities and the ramifications of the medications to ensure a safe work environment.
Distribution is guided by state nurse practice acts, Food and Drug Administration (FDA) guidelines, and laws that have been enacted to preserve the safety of these medications. The standard of care that a company offers through the use of nursing protocols or health care directives should guide the health unit's delivery of the medications (American Association of Occupational Health Nurses, Inc.
[AAOHN], 2003). In a self-serve model, the employer simply makes OTC medications available. Under the law, employees can select OTC medications, read their labels, and make their own decisions. The employer would ordinarily have no duty beyond ensuring that the medication is dispensed in the FDA-approved packaging. If an OTC medication such as aspirin was removed from its package and made available without written warnings, a theoretical risk would exist. Even so, it would be remote as workers have common knowledge about the health effects of aspirin because, by definition, consumers routinely purchase it. If an employee were to file suit against an employer, the suit would probably be barred by the workers' compensation statute, although the employee could file a workers' compensation claim. In the claim, the employee could contend that medications supplied or made available by the employer caused illness or aggravated a health condition, which could occur within the scope of employment, triggering a workers' compensation claim where otherwise none would exist. To remain within the legal parameters of OTC medication dispensing, health unit nurses should consistently obtain accurate health histories including allergies and current medications. When following accepted standards of care, legal actions should not occur (AAOHN, 2004) .
DevelOping an OTC MeDiCaTiOn Dispensing sysTeM
The initial dialog with an employer can be important. occupational health nurses can use dispensing models to assist their companies in generating revenue, decreasing liability, and facilitating appropriate medication choices by employees.
Professional Practice tribute to work-related injuries. All medications and rationale should be evaluated.
Next, the health care provider should evaluate commonality of complaints, medication preferences, and costs. The health care provider should consider nursing protocols and health care directives as well as regulatory laws that govern distribution when determining which medications will be dispensed and the method (AAOHN, 2008; Randolph, 1996) . Employees' job descriptions, current medications, and other variables must be known. As part of the overall health assessment, current lifestyle, vitamins and supplements, and even specific diets should be identified. Workers should be educated to read FDA-approved labels and learn where to locate information specific to the medication being dispensed. This action could prevent untimely death, decrease possible drug to drug interactions, and promote safety. Education encourages employees to make independent and knowledgeable choices. When dispensing medications, monographs should be reviewed and guides given to employees so that they can refer to the information as necessary. This information should be available in several languages (AAOHN; Randolph).
MODels UseD TO Dispense OTC MeDiCaTiOns in The WOrkplaCe
To better understand current health unit practices of dispensing medications, the authors developed a survey (Babbie, 2003) . Seventy surveys were distributed to occupational health units located over a wide geographic area in the eastern United States. Sixty-four surveys were returned. The number of employees at the sites assessed ranged from 130 to 13,000.
Multiple variations of dispensing models were reported including self-serve boxes, vending machines, health clinics, on-site company stores, and on-site pharmacies. The top two models were self-serve boxes and vending machines, followed by health clinics, company stores, and pharmacies. Who and what determines which model will best meet the needs of the organization? Models appear to be "chosen" based on tradition, habit, and the experiences of individuals.
Self-Serve Boxes
Self-serve boxes have several advantages. They allow employees access to medications without seeking health care evaluation. Employees can be proactive regarding wellness. Self-serve boxes reduce employee time away from the work area. Employees are responsible for reading information provided regarding allergies, potential side effects, and adverse reactions (AAOHN, 2008; Velez-McEvoy, 2006) . The employer can standardize medications that are available throughout the workplace.
However, self-serve boxes also have several disadvantages. The potential exists for employees to selfdiagnose and self-medicate when health care evaluation and treatment are warranted. Employees are accountable for the amount of medication taken and are on the honor system. The company is potentially liable if employees experience serious adverse reactions to medications without assessment by a nurse or physician. The cost of medication is incurred by the employer.
Vending Machines
Vending machines have several advantages. They allow employees to access medications without seeking health evaluation and during off hours. Liability becomes the responsibility of the employee. Vending machines decrease time away from the work area and potentially the amount of medication consumed. The cost to the employer of providing medications is offset by the charge imposed by vending machines, and the potential exists for generating revenue.
However, vending machines also have some disadvantages. They can discourage the development of a relationship between employees and the health unit nurse. Employers may be required to own vending machines and assume the cost of the medications dispensed. Vending machines can hold a limited amount of medications. As with self-serve boxes, the potential exists for employees to selfmedicate when health care evaluation and treatment are actually warranted (Lowe & Ryan-Wenger, 1999) .
Clinic Services
Clinic services have several advantages. Employees are assessed by a nurse or physician. Medication logs maintain an accurate inventory of medications and a record of employee use. Dispensing of medication by a health professional promotes a relationship between employees and clinic personnel. Medications provided in a clinic offer an opportunity for health care providers to educate employees.
However, clinic services also have disadvantages. They may increase the time employees are away from the work area and medications can only be accessed when the clinic is open.
On-site Company Stores
On-site company stores have several advantages. Medication is dispensed totally independent of the health unit. Medication selection and cost are the responsibility of the employee. On-site company stores are convenient.
However, on-site company stores also have some disadvantages. The cost of medication can be significantly inflated. Again, the potential exists for employees to self-medicate rather than seek necessary health care evaluation. Medications bought in a company store can discourage the development of a relationship between employees and the health unit nurse.
On-site Pharmacies
On-site pharmacies offer several advantages. All medications are overseen by a licensed pharmacist. An on-site pharmacy is convenient for employees, limits time away from work, and usually offers products employees seek. Also, the employee Professional Practice assumes liability for purchased medications.
On-site pharmacies have several disadvantages. Operating costs are relative to the number of employees served, so a large employee population must exist to justify an on-site pharmacy. An on-site pharmacy may require a more complex licensing process. The range of medications offered is at the discretion of the pharmacy. Hours of operation may be limited.
aDDiTiOnal sUrvey FinDings
The survey revealed several additional findings of interest. Standardization of available models was lacking. Use of specific models may vary by site within the same company. For example, a self-serve medication box was located centrally at one site, whereas multiple self-serve boxes were available on multiple floors at another. Most organizations using the self-serve box model incurred the cost of the medications and provided them to employees on a complimentary basis.
The greater the number of employees, the greater the potential for use of the vending model. Knowledge was lacking regarding liability. Thirty-eight percent of the returned questionnaires indicated the clinicians were not aware of who is responsible regarding the liability of dispensing OTC medications.
Nurses lacked knowledge of their state nurse practice act. Sixtytwo percent of returned questionnaires completed by nurses indicated they were not familiar with their state's nurse practice act in regards to OTC dispensing.
COnClUsiOn
Based on the overall analysis of the availability of OTC medications in the workplace and the survey, two recommendations can be made. First, a policy and procedure for providing and dispensing OTC medications in the workplace should be developed. Second, a cost analysis relative to medication availability using different dispensing models should be conducted (Muenning, 2007) .
Occupational health nurses can use this information about dispensing models to assist their companies generate revenue, decrease liability, and facilitate appropriate medication choices by employees.
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